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Despite its title, this piece is not directly concerned with the actual practice of medicine in late antiquity. Instead it looks at how the metaphor of healing and the conventions of classical writings on this subject were employed for a different rhetorical and intellectual purpose by Epiphanius, bishop of Salamis in Cyprus in the late fourth century. My aim in the following pages is to illuminate some points of connection between ancient medical writings and Epiphanius’ voluminous heresiology—an encyclopedic guide to Christian heresies—known as the Panarion. Included in my discussion will be a number of places where Epiphanius explicitly refers to his work in medical terms, as well as ways in which his presentation of himself, his enemies and his audience all chime with rhetorical strategies employed by classical authors on medicine. In particular, I will focus on how Epiphanius’ rhetoric about both the salutary power of his text and also his own ability to assess, confront and surpass other theologians finds parallels in the writings of the Hellenistic author Nicander of Colophon and the second-century CE doctor Galen. Epiphanius’ use of medical analogies for heresiology was not mere rhetorical window-dressing, but instead offered his audience a model for understanding the roles assigned to the Panarion’s author, characters and audience, as well as to the text itself. In this way, Epiphanius, and heresiological literature more generally, can be seen as engaging with existing textual strategies for constructing the expertise of an author and presenting his advice as vital to the safety and salvation of his audience, thereby enhancing his status and standing among those who encountered or heard about his work. Moreover, while the Panarion consistently presented heretics as bestial dangers to humanity, Epiphanius’ criticism of their behavior also treated them as resembling quack doctors, harming their patients through their wrong-headed treatments. The readers were, metaphorically, invited into the consulting room, ostensibly to learn from the master physician, but, perhaps more importantly, to applaud and approve his superiority over his rivals. 
Epiphanius was probably born in the second decade of the fourth century and received ascetic training in Egypt before first founding a monastery in his native Palestine and then becoming the most important bishop of Cyprus in the middle of the 360s.​[1]​ Right up to his death in 402 or 403, he was keenly involved in a number of ecclesiastical controversies, particularly concerning the third-century theologian Origen and the contemporary bishop Apollinarius of Laodicea. He was a staunch defender of Nicene orthodoxy, even though it was out of imperial favor until the end of the 370s, and his writings reflect his views very clearly. The Panarion, which was written between 374/5 and 377/8, is a very large heresiological work, the main body of which is made up of eighty chapters, each describing a different heretical sect.​[2]​ These are arranged chronologically, with the first twenty sects covering the period before the Incarnation, while chapter 21 deals with the earliest ‘Christian heretic’, Simon Magus, who had approached the Apostles Peter and John and attempted to purchase the power to impart the Holy Spirit.​[3]​ Simon then stands at the head of all later developments in heterodox belief, right down to the contemporary threats of the Apollinarians, Antidicomarians, Collydrians and Massalians, who occupy the final four places in the Panarion’s catalogue. The work thus functions as a history of wrong belief from the dawn of time down to Epiphanius’ own day.​[4]​
The Panarion, and heresiological literature more generally, has not often been the subject of detailed analysis in modern scholarship. While Epiphanius’ magnum opus was frequently mined for historical information about particular heretics and sects, especially because it preserves a number of ‘heretical’ texts that have not been transmitted separately, until relatively recently it had received little attention in its own right. In the first edition of the opening volume of his English translation, published in 1987, Frank Williams summed up a common negative opinion of the bishop’s attitude within the Panarion: ‘It is Epiphanius’ inflated self-esteem which renders him least attractive. It is clear that he considered his own scholarship superior to most, and his own word on any question of importance decisive; once he had pronounced, nothing need be added.’​[5]​ More recently, however, there has been a move within scholarship to pay greater attention to the literary development and social functions of ancient heresiology, with Averil Cameron playing a key role in its rehabilitation.​[6]​ As part of the renaissance in the study of this field, approaches to Epiphanius and the Panarion have also started to become more sympathetic. In the work of scholars such as Young Richard Kim and Andrew Jacobs, much greater emphasis is now being placed on the methods involved in the bishop’s self-presentation and the ways in which he composed his writings to function as vehicles for transmitting his conception of his own authority and orthodoxy.​[7]​ Concurrently, there has also been a significant growth in interest in medical, technical and encyclopedic literature from the Roman empire, with much more attention now being paid to how authors presented both their fields of knowledge and their own positions as experts who were qualified to expound on these subjects.​[8]​ By engaging with both of these recent trends, this article places the Panarion firmly within the wider context of classical and late-antique approaches to the creation, organization and presentation of knowledge, focusing on Epiphanius’ claims about his own skills, particularly as seen in his presentation of the power of his text and his retelling of anecdotes about his own successful encounters with heretics. It is not my intention to claim that Epiphanius was drawing directly on any specific earlier text in his self-presentation—although I will discuss the possibility that he read Nicander’s Theriaca—or that the circumstances under which each of these authors lived and wrote were identical. Instead, the following pages will illuminate how the Panarion employed a number of techniques that were widespread in ancient writing on healthcare to guide its audience into accepting Epiphanius’ version of reality, in which he was to be recognized as a leading orthodox champion in the ongoing battle against heresy.

The Natural History of Heresy

An important role in presenting Epiphanius as a healing figure is played by possibly the most famous literary feature of the Panarion: the association of heretics with particular venomous and dangerous animals, especially snakes.​[9]​ In the first of the two transmitted prefaces to the work, which takes the form of a letter to a pair of presbyters who had asked for the bishop’s advice about heretical sects, Epiphanius explains that, ‘since I am going to reveal to you the names of the heresies and uncover their atrocious activities, like poisons and toxins, prescribing antidotes for them at the same time (remedies for those bitten, preventatives for those who will be exposed), I am composing this preface for the scholarly, explaining the Panarion, or Medicine Chest, for those bitten by wild beasts’.​[10]​ In his second preface, which provides greater discussion of his methodology and intentions for the Panarion, Epiphanius mentions Nicander of Colophon, who probably lived in the third century BCE and was an author of didactic poetry, including the Theriaca, which describes snakes and other dangerous creatures, as well as how to counteract their bites and venom: ‘The writer Nicander composed a guide to the natures of wild beasts and reptiles’.​[11]​ He then states that ‘other authors [have discussed] the materials of roots and herbs’ and provides a list of such men, including the first-century CE author Pedanius Dioscourides.​[12]​ Following these names, Epiphanius goes on to explain that his Panarion is to be viewed in the same light as these earlier works, since, ‘we are, in the same manner, trying to uncover the roots and beliefs of heresies’.​[13]​ Just as these earlier authors wanted to help people to understand how to avoid these terrible creatures, as well as telling them how to create remedies against them from roots and herbs, so his work will perform a similar function by protecting them against heresies.​[14]​
While this form of bestial invective was not completely novel within Christian heresiological discourse at this time, Epiphanius made it a prominent theme throughout his text. As well as concluding his preface with this analogy to natural history, his accounts of individual heretics or groups often finish with a comparison to a specific type of beast, which is now said to have been overcome, sometimes giving detailed accounts of the habits of that creature, in order to show that their behavior mirrors that of the sect that he has been refuting.​[15]​ For example, Epiphanius describes Mani, founder of the Manichaeans, as being deceptive in his appearance, just like ‘This amphisbaena and deadly beast, the ‘cenchritis’, which is decorated with many camouflage patterns to trick onlookers, and possesses a sting and a source of poison hidden underneath … Mani merely makes a show of the name of Christ in his speech, just as the cenchritis hides its poison and tricks people with its decoration by entering dense woods and imitating its surroundings.’​[16]​ Moreover, Epiphanius also repeatedly states that his own refutations in each chapter have been sufficient to counteract the danger posed by such creatures. For instance, despite the threat presented by the Manichaeans, his description of the cenchritis is followed by the optimistic declaration that ‘with the power of God, with the wood of truth and the blood of Christ, and with the body that was truly born from Mary, and with the resurrection of the dead and the confession of the one union, we have smashed the head of the dragon on the waters and have turned back this many-headed heresy and crushed its head’.​[17]​ He thus maintains the claim that his own efforts were analogous to those of men such as Nicander and Dioscourides, who both described animals and showed their readers how to deal with them. As Young Richard Kim has remarked, Epiphanius ‘believed his theological explications and refutations were the medicines his fellow Christians could use to heal themselves and to cure victims of heresy’.​[18]​
Epiphanius’ description of his own project could thus be said to have a lot in common with Nicander’s Theriaca, a hexameter poem of almost a thousand lines. Modern scholarship does, however, largely follow the view, argued for by Jürgen Dummer in 1973, that Epiphanius did not draw directly on the Theriaca, but instead used a separate ‘handbook’ of naturalist material as the source for his comparisons between heretics and wild beasts.​[19]​ Dummer proposes that the author of this otherwise unknown zoological and pharmaceutical work may have drawn on Nicander, Dioscourides and other writers on the subject, either directly or through intermediary texts, thereby supplying Epiphanius with the list of names that he reproduced in his preface. The one notable dissenting voice has been Richard Zionts, who discusses a number of parallel passages which appear to show Epiphanius’ dependence on Nicander for some of his material about dangerous animals, although Zionts does not engage with Dummer’s argument.​[20]​ It is, however, worth re-evaluating the basis of Dummer’s conclusion that Epiphanius was not familiar with Nicander’s works. One strand of his argument is based on the fact that Epiphanius included some details that are not present in Nicander, thereby revealing that the Theriaca was not his source.​[21]​ This does, however, rest on Dummer’s assumption that Epiphanius only consulted a single ‘handbook’ for his zoological information, rather than taking material from a range of texts. Dummer’s second point is, however, more significant: when Epiphanius introduces Nicander in his second preface, he refers to him as a συγγραφεύς, which usually means an author of prose, causing Dummer to suggest that Epiphanius had not actually read Nicander’s writings, since these are in verse.​[22]​ Nonetheless, it is worth noting that συγγραφεύς is attested elsewhere with the less specific meaning of ‘writer’ or ‘author’, evoking the image of the collecting together of material, while the cognate verb συγγράφω can simply mean to ‘describe’, ‘depict’, ‘write down’ or ‘compose’ and was sometimes used to describe the writing of poetry.​[23]​ In addition, Epiphanius never explicitly contrasts the term with ‘poet’ anywhere in his works and instead appears to employ it in a more general sense, which is reflected in Frank Williams’ practice of translating it into English as ‘author’.​[24]​ This would therefore seem to make it an appropriate term to describe a composer of non-fiction poetry such as Nicander, who assembled information about natural phenomena. My intention is not to argue that this demonstrates conclusively that Epiphanius has read the Theriaca, but rather that Dummer’s widely-accepted argument—for Epiphanius’ reliance on a (possibly fictitious) handbook written by an unknown author—should not be regarded as secure. Epiphanius’ alignment of his own project with that of Nicander, together with his parallel construction of a public persona as an expert whose knowledge was vitally important for society, is therefore deserving of greater and more serious scholarly attention. 
Instead of focusing on specific zoological details that Epiphanius might have derived from Nicander, either directly or second-hand, I want to examine how the rhetoric of the Panarion reveals similarities to the presentation of both text and author in the Theriaca. Regardless of whether or not Epiphanius actually used this poem in his research, he certainly sought to link his Panarion with it, explicitly claiming that the two works had a comparable function and textual authority and that his own catalogue would enable people to deal with the dangers posed to them and others by beastly heretics. The Theriaca itself stands in a tradition of didactic poetry, a form in which the speaker claimed a degree of expertise on their subject, which was often explicitly expounded to an internal addressee, although the poem also spoke to a wider external audience.​[25]​ Much of the poem comprises information about where different animals are to be found, how to distinguish between them—based either on their appearance or the symptoms they cause when they attack humans—and how a skilled person could protect against them or cure people of their bites or stings. It opens with an address to a figure called Hermesianax, who is informed that, if he heeds Nicander’s advice in the poem, he will acquire the ability to help ploughmen and other rural workers when they have been injured by venomous creatures.​[26]​ Throughout the poem, Nicander frequently uses the second person to address and instruct his pupil, who is simultaneously both Hermesianax and the reader, and there is a clear sense that this figure will be treating others rather than just looking after himself.​[27]​ 
The imparting of salutary information is, therefore, an obvious point of comparison between the works of Nicander and Epiphanius, as the latter makes clear in his preface. There is, however, another aspect of the Theriaca that has parallels with the Panarion: Nicander’s poem constructs him as an authoritative expert, who divides up and classifies different types of animals, carefully distinguishing between them in turn before informing his audience how to proceed. For example, when describing spiders in lines 715–758, along with explaining how to recognize their different types and the symptoms caused by their bites, he also tells the reader that they are not all as dangerous as each other, with some of them even being harmless to humans.​[28]​ Nicander is thus presented as an authority who possesses vitally important detailed knowledge of this matter: not only will be able to save his readers, and, by extension, their patients, when they need saving, he will also be able to provide reassurance when they are not in need of medical care. Only by correctly identifying particular species of spider, as Nicander does, can one understand the situation and take appropriate action. Nicander’s personal expertise is also particularly emphasized in lines 805, 811 and 829 which all open with the verb οἶδα (‘I know’) to introduce statements about the cure for scorpion stings, the dangers posed by a number of different insects and his own understanding of how to protect against marine animals.​[29]​ These dramatic intrusions of the first-person singular emphasize that the poem is not merely a repository of reliable information; it is also evidence of the outstanding knowledge of its learned author.​[30]​ Given this focus on Nicander’s personal expertise, it is unsurprising that the final two lines of the whole poem are not a statement about its usefulness for others, but are instead a plea for the reader to remember Nicander as a great man, with his name being repeated to emphasize this point: ‘And so you will still retain the memory of Homeric Nicander, raised by the snowy town of Clarus’.​[31]​ The same idea is also present in the poem’s introduction, but there it concerns Hermesianax, who is told that, if he helps those afflicted by animal bites, he will win their admiration for his learning: ‘when a wild beast strikes at him with its destructive fang while he is in the woods or ploughing, the hardworking ploughman, the cowherd and the woodcutter will respect you for knowing about the treatments that protect against sickness’.​[32]​ It is actually this benefit to him, rather than the usefulness of providing life-saving treatment to rustic folk, that Nicander stresses here. The message is clear: knowledge brings authority and respect.
This association between the practice of carefully classifying and arranging material and an authorial persona of expertise was certainly not limited to the works of Nicander, but was a common feature of ancient literature on technical matters, including medicine. The diairesis, or ‘division’, method for structuring knowledge, whereby a variety of differentiae were used to split up a group into genera and species, has its origins in the works of Plato, but was developed much further by Aristotle, especially in his zoological works, and became widespread in scientific writings.​[33]​ The use of diairesis was certainly visible in the medical sphere, as evinced, for example, by Galen’s extensive treatises that explain the minute differences between the pulses of individual patients and the importance of being able to recognize these for the accurate diagnosis of ailments.​[34]​ Like Aristotle, Galen regarded division not as a method for producing new scientific discoveries, but rather as the means for giving a clear account of existing information and so providing a reflection of the natural order of things. As Jim Hankinson has remarked, for Galen ‘the definition spells out, makes articulate, knowledge that in some sense we already have’.​[35]​ To employ diairesis was therefore to claim that one was revealing the innate structure of nature and merely providing clarification of indisputable truths, rather than presenting questionable conclusions.
As I have previously argued elsewhere, Epiphanius also sought to construct himself as an expert in his field through his vast knowledge and careful subdivision of his subject, including stating at the end of the Panarion that he had succeeded in dividing up his material πρὸς εἶδος καὶ γένος—‘by species and genus’—thereby associating his approach with the scientific practice of diairesis by using these terms that were central to that method.​[36]​ The remainder of this article will explore one aspect of Epiphanius’ self-presentation that is paralleled particularly strongly in the rhetoric of both Nicander and Galen, namely the focus on the expert’s skill in identifying different threats and ailments. Throughout the Panarion, Epiphanius is engaged in two seemingly contradictory, but actually complimentary, forms of labelling: first, by describing all eighty of his sects in the same way, placing them in a temporal succession and emphasizing links between them, he homogenizes them, grouping them all together under the title of ‘heresy’, regardless of whether they are widely recognized ‘heretics’, such as followers of Simon Magus or Manichaeans, or people who were far from universally condemned, such as Origen or Apollinarius of Laodicea.
Simultaneously, however, by separating wrong belief into eighty distinct ‘sects’, he is also staking a claim to be the man with the expertise to recognize differences between the heretics that were not apparent to less knowledgeable individuals. So, for instance, while some fourth-century Nicene controversialists, such as Athanasius of Alexandria, were keen to label all their enemies as ‘Arians’, Epiphanius gave ‘Arian madmen’, ‘Semi-Arians’ and ‘Anomoeans’ distinct identities in chapters 69, 73 and 76 respectively.​[37]​ Similarly, chapters 63 and 64 separate out an obscure group known as ‘Origenists’ from the more famous ones who followed the theologian Origen. The two groups were assigned distinct identities and their own separate places in the catalogue, despite the similarity of their name. Epiphanius also included heresies that he specifically described as not being of great concern, either because they were extinct, in the case of the Menandrians in chapter 22, or patently ludicrous, like the naked Adamians in chapter 52, who he compares to moles, since those creatures are usually hidden, but are perceived to be ridiculous when they appear in the open. When discussing the latter sect, Epiphanius informs his readers that, ‘it is totally risible, and I considered not including it the number [of eighty heresies] at all. Yet, because there is some talk of it in the world, it would not distress an intelligent listener to know about all of the tares sown in the world by the Devil’.​[38]​ This desire for complete knowledge of the subject is here explicitly associated with intelligence: Epiphanius’ claim is that those who possess this quality will be the ones who recognize the value of his comprehensive catalogue, and vice versa. However feeble or obscure a sect might be, the Panarion could be relied upon to provide secure information about it and, like Nicander describing spiders, to explain whether it should be regarded as a serious threat or not.
By being the largest catalogue of heretics to date and distinguishing between different sects to a greater degree than anyone had done before, the Panarion could therefore stake its claim to be the most reliable and complete account of heresy ever written, inform its readers how to diagnose a heresy accurately and then prescribe the necessary cure, in the form of the theological refutations that Epiphanius provided for each group. A similar approach is evident in the writings of Galen, who was particularly keen on giving examples of his own success in diagnosis, including by using his extraordinary knowledge of minute differences in a patient’s pulse as a means for determining their particular ailment. In his work On Prognosis, which comprises a series of anecdotes about his superior diagnostic skill, he proudly explains how he was once called in to treat the emperor Marcus Aurelius himself. Just by taking the emperor’s pulse, Galen gave a different explanation than the other three doctors who had been consulted, and so was able to reassure the emperor that his situation was not serious and could be treated easily: ‘his pulse seemed to me, when compared with the regular rate for every age and natural constitution, to be far from indicating the start of the symptoms of an illness; I declared that there was no attack of fever, and instead that his stomach was oppressed by the food that he had consumed, which had become phlegm before its excretion’.​[39]​ Marcus Aurelius declared three times that this diagnosis was correct, asked what treatment he should use and praised the doctor above all others.




The final part of this article will move on from the Panarion’s explicit identification of heretics with wild animals, and heresies with poisons or illnesses, to consider another aspect of Epiphanius’ presentation of his enemies. As Young Richard Kim has remarked, although Epiphanius portrays heresy as something external to Christianity, forming a parallel nefarious succession that stood in opposition to the true Church, nonetheless many of the heresiarchs described in the Panarion had been, or still were, revered figures for many Christians.​[42]​ One of the perennial problems faced by any heresiologist was that heretics never regarded themselves as heretics: they all claimed to be orthodox, just like Epiphanius himself, and some were prominent theologians or bishops. This problem of disguise is made explicit in his comparison between Mani and the camouflaged millet serpent that was quoted earlier, but in fact it runs as an undercurrent throughout the whole text. Although heretics can be classified as resembling bestial threats from the natural world, their real danger lies in the fact that they behave like quack doctors, claiming to be able to cure people, but actually harming them. They prey on the stupid and the unwary, supposedly bringing them salvation but really damning them to Hell. So, for example, Epiphanius says that the Apollinarians make ridiculous claims about Christ’s body and thus ‘perturb the thoughts of more innocent folk’,​[43]​ while Simon Magus destroyed those he convinced because he brought poison into the name of Christ, like someone ‘mixing hellebore into honey’.​[44]​ In explaining the way in which Simon harmed people with his deceptive teachings, Epiphanius here uses the verb παραπλέκω, which is employed by other ancient authors, including Galen, to describe mixing up medicines.​[45]​ Elsewhere in the Panarion, Epiphanius also states contemptuously that the Ebionites ridiculously tried to invoke their supposed angels to help them whenever they became ill or were bitten by snakes.​[46]​ Their lack of knowledge thus demonstrates their unreliability: if such people were so incompetent at treating ailments of the body, how could they be trusted with saving souls?
Similarly, Galen consistently complains about the problems caused by unskilled doctors, who set themselves up in practice and sometimes managed to achieve quite a degree of success, despite the fact that they killed unsuspecting victims. As Tamsyn Barton and Philip van der Eijk have noted, there were no formal qualifications or means of accreditation for doctors in the Roman world, so Galen needed to persuade his audience by other means.​[47]​ Much of his work On Prognosis is taken up with stories of how he bested and silenced rival doctors in public debates or actual treatment of patients, including the encounter with Marcus Aurelius discussed above. Nonetheless, despite his own great learning and efforts, he was not able to defeat them all and, at one point in this text, he describes his desire to leave Rome because of the hostile treatment that he received from them.​[48]​ Nonetheless, the battle against them continued through this book and his other writings. In fact, his whole work De optimo medico cognoscendo—‘On recognizing the best doctor’—which now survives in an Arabic translation, is pervaded by more complaints about terrible physicians who hang around rich and influential men and flatter them so that they can acquire patrons and good reputations.​[49]​ As with On Prognosis, this text also contains a number of anecdotes in which Galen succeeded in diagnosis and so showed up bad doctors, often causing him to incur their wrath.​[50]​ His advice to readers is that they should gain some medical knowledge of their own so that they can assess the quality of doctors, but they should also judge them by their lifestyles and practice, seeing whether they devote themselves to serious study and whether they can cure certain ailments easily.​[51]​ These instructions are interleaved with stories about Galen’s own behavior, describing not only his own love of learning and his great successes and innovations in healthcare, but also his ability to identify and expose incompetent doctors, even those with excellent reputations. On one occasion, after he had first arrived in the city of Rome, he had seen some of the most famous doctors discussing the case of a young man with a fever: ‘they were debating and disputing the issue of blood-letting. After their lengthy argument, I said, “Your disputations are superfluous. Nature will soon break a vein, and superfluous blood in the body of this youth will be evacuated through his nostrils.” They had not long to wait before seeing this with their own eyes. At that time they were amazed and remained silent: I earned their heartfelt hatred, and they nicknamed me “wonder-teller”.’​[52]​ Galen does, however, reassure his readers that they should not expect every capable doctor to be as amazing as him, since his own achievements are truly exceptional.​[53]​ He is therefore presenting himself to his audience not merely as a model of best practice, but as the greatest arbiter of it as well. His ultimate message is that the way to recognize the best doctor is to see whether he is Galen.
Epiphanius also fosters an image of himself as a highly knowledgeable assessor of rival claims to orthodoxy through his treatment of heretical literature within the Panarion. He quotes from a number of texts written by the individuals and groups that he is attacking, in order to then be able to refute them in a careful and methodical manner.​[54]​ When introducing a passage from an earlier work that he himself had penned against the second-century theologian Marcion, Epiphanius explains that, in order to identify Marcionite teaching, he had acquired and read a copy of the sect’s Scriptures: ‘From these two books, I collected the phrases that could refute him and created the foundation of a systematic treatise, arranging the main points in order and numbering each statement one, two, three, etc.’.​[55]​ He then provides the reader with over a hundred individual passages from the Marcionite Bible and, in turn, presents a refutation of each one, in order to demonstrate the heresy of their editor. This practice parallels some of the medical writings of Galen, in which he wrote commentaries on earlier works by discussing them phrase by phrase, and it has been suggested by Rebecca Flemming that he also used this method as a means of criticizing the works of other authors, including Heracleides of Tarentum.​[56]​
Epiphanius employs this technique again in chapter 76, where he defends his actions in reproducing the text of an ‘Anomoian’ treatise by the theologian Aetius, who had died a few years before the Panarion was written.​[57]​ He is keen to stress that its presence within his own text is necessary for him to complete the vital task of defeating this heresy:
I present this little treatise for the purposes of scholarship, like the dead and putrefying body of a serpent, when some excellent man has collected the bones of the snake’s remains so that they do not treacherously cause pain for others … Gathering up the remedies of the words of divine Scripture from the beginning to the end, let us mix up a refutative antidote for those who want to be cured of Aetius’ poison.​[58]​
This features another of the Panarion’s invocations of the natural world as a parallel for heresiological activity, although, unusually, it falls within a chapter, rather than at its conclusion. It is also notable that this belief that a snake’s skeleton contained venom is to be found in the Theriaca, where Nicander warns his readers to remove it from the bodies of snakes when creating unguents so that it does not poison anyone.​[59]​ Importantly, this is part of a recipe for the preparation of an ointment to rub over one’s body and drive away dangerous animals. Epiphanius is here taking this raw treatise away from the unlearned, who might be harmed by it, and placing it within the controlled environment of the Panarion, like Nicander boiling up the snake’s body in a pot. Now being safely handled by the expert Epiphanius, its danger can be neutralized through the addition of other intellectual materials and it actually becomes an ingredient in his own antidote against the poisonous heresy. Although this passage from chapter 76 is preceded by the full text of Aetius’ treatise, Epiphanius spends the majority of the remainder of his attack on the Anomoeans repeating every paragraph of it in turn, juxtaposing each one with his own refutation of it. He separates the thirty-seven individual statements of the text, laying them out in order like the bones of a snake’s skeleton, and then proceeds to smash each one in turn, citing biblical passages to support his arguments. He therefore fulfils the role of the ‘excellent man’ in his own analogy, or of the expert naturalist or toxicologist, who preserves and studies dangerous creatures, in order that he might save his less well-informed companions from harm.
Epiphanius’ self-presentation therefore attempts to persuade the audience not only that he is the greatest expert at diagnosing and treating heresy, but also that he possesses exceptional skills at judging and defeating those who falsely claim to be orthodox Christians. On a number of occasions, he relates stories about when he personally encountered heretics and exposed them, including a group of female Gnostics, a Marcionite and some Apollinarians.​[60]​ In his introduction to the Archontics in chapter 40, he provides the story of a member of this sect named Peter, who had spread its teachings in Palestine and had been driven from the province for that reason:
Later he came back, as though returned to his senses in old age, but secretly carrying in himself this poison, and no one recognized him until at last, from the words that he had whispered into the ears of certain people, he was convicted by me and anathematized and refuted by my humble self.​[61]​




This article has sought to place Epiphanius within a wider cultural context, comparing his work to other ancient examples of attempts to construct textual and authorial authority within technical literature, especially works concerned with medical treatment. Kendra Eshleman, in an excellent book on intellectual culture under the Roman empire, has taken a similar approach to the works of second- and third-century Christian heresiologists such as Irenaeus and Hippolytus in order to demonstrate how their strategies for self-presentation and the construction of identity mirror those seen in the works of contemporary philosophers and sophists.​[63]​ Modern scholarship has, however, tended to compare Epiphanius not with Nicander and the other ‘educated’ authors that he sought to align himself with in his preface, but rather with practitioners of less ‘scientific’ healthcare practices. Rebecca Lyman had argued that, rather than imitating doctors such as Galen, ‘sociologically, Epiphanius has taken on the literary voice of a theriodeiktai [sic] or druggist who offered not reasoned balance, but cure’.​[64]​ Young Richard Kim has also presented the approach to medicine in the Panarion as having less in common with the attitudes of authors such as Hippocrates and Galen than with a separate view of the origins of disease that was supposedly more common among early Christians.​[65]​ Both Lyman and Kim are drawing on the suggestion, proposed by Dale Martin, that Greek and Roman societies had two competing etiologies for disease—the ‘imbalance’ idea, based on the theory of humors, and the ‘invasion’ model, whereby external factors caused illness—with the former being held by ‘upper-class intellectuals’ and the latter largely existing as a ‘popular’ notion.​[66]​ 

The dichotomy that Martin suggests, partly on the basis on comparative anthropological research, does, however, run the risk of misrepresenting ancient medical ideas. First, this approach treats supernatural explanations of disease as examples of the ‘invasion’ model, although this is to create a false distinction, since even if divine wrath were to be regarded as the ultimate cause of an illness, the mechanism by which the body became sick could still be perceived to be one of humoral imbalance. Secondly, it is notable that Galen and others who advocated a humoral model of physiology still recognized the effects of external factors, including snake venom, on the human body, and prescribed antidotes for them.​[67]​ Vivian Nutton has also demonstrated that, while Galen regarded a patient’s physical state and susceptibility to illness as primarily a matter of humoral balance, he nonetheless sometimes discussed mechanisms of infection and the notion of ‘seeds’ of disease, as did other ‘elite’ Greek and Roman authors.​[68]​ Moreover, belief in ‘scientific’ medicine certainly did not preclude appeals to the supernatural: many educated Romans, including Galen himself, sought the help of the god Asclepius and attributed their recovery to his intervention, often through dreams.​[69]​ We should not imagine that the ancient world was neatly divided between supporters of ‘imbalance’ and ‘invasion’ models, or of ‘rational’ and ‘supernatural’ causation, let alone that these camps can be mapped onto social class or religious identity. Epiphanius’ image of heresies as dangerous threats that menaced the body of the Church from outside did not, therefore, place him in conflict with ‘learned upper-class’ medical authors, but rather saw him appealing to the respected position of these knowledgeable experts as a means for exalting the power and status of his own writings.
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